


Birds and their relatives have captured human imagination since 
the Palaeolithic period, when they were depicted in cave paintings. 
Evidence that birds have influenced human culture is on the 
Palaeolithic cave walls at Lascaux, in the last painting by Van Gogh 
(1853 –1890), within the works of Shakespeare (1564 –1616) and  
Samuel Langhorne Clemens (1835 –1910) and  in the paintings of  the  
Chinese artist Wang Xuetao (1903-1982). According to John Marzluff 
and Tony Angell (2007)* this influence is not unidirectional, but 
reflects the surprising ways in which birds and humans interact. These 
interactions reflect a process of “cultural co-evolution.” Marzluff and 
Angell (2007) offer a challenging view of the human-birds dynamic: 
a view which may change our thinking not only about birds but also 
about us. These authors reveal how our attitudes toward the birds 
may affect our cultural trajectory. They state that birds – and crows 

in particular – share similar characteristics and social strategies to a surprising extent: to know the birds 
is to know ourselves.  

We live with our memories. Occasionally our memories appear in our dreams but sometimes they come 
as a daydream. I love the moment when we close our eyes and let our minds fly back into the past. 
Sometimes an object, a thing or an event becomes a sign or a symbol to remind us of a memory. We 
create our own personal symbols, whether they are birds, trees, sounds or anything else. Then, the 
symbols work like a parasite in the brain, which cuts through normal thinking and forces us to think of a 
memory or an event in the past. 

When a bird sings, my mind goes back to my childhood, when I was eleven years old living in a village in 
the outskirts of Shiraz. My house was located in the village where farms began and a stream surrounded 
by trees slithered though the green farms like a giant snake.

Most evenings I sneaked though the trees where I enjoyed listening to thousands of birds singing together. 
Together they sounded like a noisy cacophony, but soon I heard their individual sounds and the singing 
became a symphony of beauty and fear. I used to sit down in silence, shut my eyes and tried to distinguish 
individual songs in the symphony. The singing of birds also helped me to reimagine a story that my father 
used to tell from a mystical book called The Conference or Speech of the Birds, a literary masterpiece by 
the Persian poet Farid ud-Din Attar (d. 1221 CE). It was composed in the twelfth century in northeastern 
Iran and is amongst the most significant works of Persian literature. 

The Conference of the Birds is an allegorical rendering of the Islamic principle of Sufism - an esoteric 
system concerned with the search for truth through God. The trees of my childhood village seemed to 
me a perfect location for Attar to begin his story. Attar described the consequences of the conference of 
birds when they meet to begin the search for their ideal king, the Simurgh bird. Simurgh in the Persian 
language is a combination of two words: Si (thirty) and Murgh (bird). It means thirty birds as well and 
is also a name for an imaginary mythical bird.    To find Simurgh they had to undertake an arduous 
journey and go through seven stages or valleys: quest, love, wisdom, detachment, unity, amazement and 
annihilation. These seven stages are also known as the seven cities of love.
 
However, the birds soon expressed their hesitations to their leader, the Hoopoe. However, the Hoopoe 
calms their fears, using a series of riddles or parables to provide guidance in the search for spiritual truth. 

A singing bird in my mind symbolises my village with its crystal-clear stream, surrounding greenery, forest 
and the mystical book of the conference of the birds. I have been away from the village for more than 
thirty-five years, but the memory never left me. I am always reminded of the memory by bird song. 

Time passed and I kept breaking my promises to go back to the village. The desire of reunion with 
the village never faded and having a few imaginary sips of water from my memory became a healing 
medication whenever I felt sick. I would dream of walking thought the alley ways, hearing the voice of 
playful children, sitting under the trees, listening to the birds and the story of Simurgh.  

Eventually I went back, but a strange land shocked me. The village had become a town covered in litter, 
plastic waste and scrap metal and surrounded by arid and polluted land. Adobe houses were replaced by 
concrete and brick ones. There was no sign of the stream, trees and greenery and more importantly there 
were no birds, not even a crow where once there were thousands all over the farms.  

I kneeled dawn and sat under the shade of a concrete wall. I thought why had they disappeared and 
where had they gone? Was it to do with global warming or did it have anything to do with changes in 
building materials? I was wondering if the lack of water and fewer farmlands played a role. Modern 
technology, machinery, smoke and pollution were no doubt, part of the cause. I wondered if we continue 
as we are doing what will happen to birds in the future. Maybe in a few centuries there will be none. 
Signs, symbols, images, sculptures or even flying mechanical birds may provide our only memory.  
    
We forced the birds to leave the village, as there was no place for them to live or air to breath. The birds 
migrated and so did I. I went all the way back to my village and realised that I was a bird. 
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The metal field crows (installation), 2019
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